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SUFFER THE LITTLE CHILDREN

CHUCK ANDERSON
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Prologue

They sat next to each other, slumped against the brightly coloured wall, with their heads bowed down in terrified exhaustion.  In the distance they could hear sirens, they had been trying to call for ambulances for a couple of hours now but the lines had been jammed.  Apparently, whatever was going on in their little corner of hell was affecting the entire city.  They stared at the floor, unable to look at either each other or at the twenty-four small bodies lying covered by their naptime blankets in the makeshift morgue that before this horrible morning had been known as the Duckling Room at the Happy Mornings Day Care Centre. 

He coughed and leaned away from his co-teacher and spit.  The weird dust that had rained down after the equally weird sonic boom a few hours ago had all the grown-ups coughing and trying to spit the awful taste out of their mouths.  That’s what it had done to the grown-ups; they were looking at what it had done to the children.  Within an hour or so the children had started to fall down where they stood, convulse wildly and proceed to, more or less, vomit out their internal organs.  They had done what they could, put the poor things on their nap mats, comforted them and in the end attempted CPR, but they had then watched all of their little charges die.  The boss was in her office sobbing and trying repeatedly to reach someone, anyone, on the phone.  The blanket wrapped bodies of three other students were sharing the office with her.

All of the other teachers had bailed; some to go home and check on their own kids, some just so freaked out that they had simply run away. Some of them had thought that it was terrorists, some had thought that it was the work of hostile space aliens, some thought that it had to be some kind of chemical spill and some had thought that it was the opening notes of Armageddon.  None of them had wanted to hang out in a building full of dead kids and wait to find out just what the hell was happening.  None of them had wanted to wait for the grim task of telling the parents what had happened when they began to show up.

The woman next to him moaned softly and he patted her back awkwardly.  He had never felt so helpless or useless in his entire life as he had felt this whole damn fucked up morning.  Watching the kids, he had cared for every day that he had been working here die one by one had been gut wrenchingly horrible; having some of the other teachers look to him as the only man here and hoping that he could do something, anything, had been even worse.  Lord knows he had tried, they all had.  Even the teachers who had run away had not done so until the last child had died.  They all had performed CPR over and over, giving mouth to mouth to writhing little bodies that spit bile and blood and specks of things better left unnamed.  He looked down at his clothes and winced at the dark stains he saw. As he patted his friend’s back he noticed flecks of unidentified slime in her pretty blonde hair.

He coughed and spit again; God whatever it was tasted vile.  It had not killed him though or even really made him all that sick.  Some of the younger teachers had thrown up and complained briefly of headaches, but that was it.  The older teachers had not seemed to be affected at all.  The dust had swirled through the air looking like tiny dandelion fluff and had seemed to melt away as soon as it touched the ground leaving nothing behind but a faint, sickly sweet, chemical smell.  After the sonic boom the power had flickered oddly for a few minutes and all of the computers and phones had crashed.

“Oh my God! Jake, did Becky just move?”

Her panicked voice snapped him out of his thoughts.  He looked over at the rows of blanket covered bodies and shook his head sadly.  Dead was dead.  Poor little Becky would never move again and as soon as her mother got here he would have to explain that awful fact to her.

“Calm down Sandra.  This is all really freaky, but it is over.  Face it, Becky is dead.  All of them are dead.  It is horrible, but it is reality,” he told her, as he gave her hand a little squeeze.

Sandra started crying, he held out for a moment but then he was sobbing as well.  It wasn’t the first time this morning. He had sobbed after the first, second and third child had died, but then he had seemed to go numb.  Numb had been good. He had appreciated numb, numb had been his friend.  He should have known that it was too good to last.  He wiped the tears away roughly with the back of his hand and listened to the sounds of the sirens.  They sounded a bit closer now and he was almost sure he could smell smoke off in the distance somewhere.  As he listened a helicopter roared past the building.

Suddenly the boss screamed and he almost jumped out of his skin.  She kept on screaming as he pulled himself to his feet, panic making a rushing sound in his ears.  Abruptly the screaming stopped and for a long moment he was frozen in place.  Then he felt Sandra’s hand tugging urgently on his wrist.  He looked down at her and saw her shocked, wide-eyed, pale face and her trembling finger pointing into the classroom.

First Becky and then Pavel rose unsteadily to their little feet.  Then Joseph, Miguel and Shayla also stood up.  One by one, all of the children rose up from their nap mats and stood there staring.

It wasn’t possible.  He had watched them all die.  He had wept over their little bodies.  But here they were nonetheless.  As they began to shuffle towards him the teacher in him took over and he began to call out reassurances.

“Don’t be scared!  Listen to Mr. Jake kids, it is going to be okay.  Help will come and we will figure all of this out.  Please children, don’t be afraid!”

But as he watched them shamble towards him, all of them, each and every one of them staring right at him as they came, as he watched them approach, he could read the cold lights dancing in their glassy eyes and even as the echo of his voice died out he could tell that the teacher in him had been horribly wrong.

The children slowly, yet relentlessly moving towards him weren’t afraid.  Oh no, they weren’t afraid at all.

They were hungry. 

One year later....

Chapter One

I wake up from the usual nightmares with an unspoken scream still lodged in my throat, my hand immediately seeking the loaded .45 under the pillow.  Sitting bolt upright in bed I slowly calm down as I look around my dump of a room.

Just a dream.

I am not back in my classroom at Happy Morning’s watching my co-teacher being torn apart and eaten by ravenous undead children.

I force myself to get up from the rickety army cot I sleep on and stagger over to the sink to splash cold water on my face, my haggard reflection with spiky black hair stares back at me from the cracked and dirty mirror.  The nightmare is old news, I shrug it off and get ready to start another day.

Just another day in paradise.

If your idea of paradise is trying to survive another day in a post-apocalyptic world overrun with zombies starving for human flesh that is.

I am scheduled to go out on a supply run today, which means that it is time to gear up, so I get down to business.

The gun goes into a holster on my right hip and I slide a few extra magazines into the front pocket of the heavy canvas pants I am wearing.  A long, very sharp, well-worn machete hangs in a sheath on my left hip.  I tuck another pistol into my waistband, this one is a .22 magnum revolver that is my personal favourite for up close zombie kills.  The jacketed, hollow points rattle around zombie skulls, instantly scrambling their undead brains.

I pull on leather gloves, then put on a heavy leather jacket that has seen better days and then I pick up a wooden baseball bat.  Shoving it into an improvised sling that puts the handle of it just over my shoulder where I can instantly grab it, I sit down on the bed to put on my steel-toed work boots.

Standing in front of the mirror again I pull a black watch cap down over my ears, fucking zombies go for the ears sometimes so it is best to keep them covered.  Same thing with my hair: I have lost more than one friend due to zombies getting a good grip on their hair and then pulling them down to where they could get a good bite.

In this new world you live and learn or just plain die.

Screaming usually.

Time to grab a quick breakfast of whatever slop they are serving today, and then check the roster to see what I am doing today and who I am doing it with.

I really hope it isn’t a hospital run, I know us survivors need drugs and supplies, but the hospital runs suck. The hospital was close, which made it seem like a better risk, but no matter how many times we clear the damn place out it is always overrun again in a few days.  Little bastards seem drawn to the place, fucked if we can figure out why.

A run to one of the supermarkets would be better, on the minus side we have pretty much cleared out all of the closer ones, so we are now forced to range further afield these days.  Nothing like a long walk in heavy gear through zombie infested streets each way to make things fun.

No point bitching, things are what they are.  I will read the roster that Big Al puts up and like usual I will go where it tells me I am going.  Everybody pulls their own weight here and everyone takes the same risks.  We all depend on each other to stay alive, lone wolves and prima donnas don’t last long these days.

I walk down the hall nodding a curt good morning to the other survivors that I pass as I head to the mess hall.  One or two were already geared up so I knew that they had pulled outside duty as well.  I grab a bowl of thin oatmeal with what I truly hoped were raisins, it sometimes didn’t pay to look too closely.

A meaty hand clapped down on my shoulder and the man in charge of this secured building sits down across from me.

“Morning Big Al.”  I manage to grunt.

Big Al is, as his nickname would suggest, a very big man; six foot seven and at least two hundred and sixty pounds, most of it muscle.  He is a former US Marine and still has the buzz cut and attitude to prove it.  Somebody had tagged him with the nickname too long ago for anyone to remember who it had been, hell whoever it was is most likely dead now.  He ran the place; he had gathered up a few survivors and taken over and fortified an abandoned three story apartment building that we all call home now.  For some obscure reason the place has a sign that says we are the Narwhal House, something to do with someone once being in a high school or college drama group with the same damn name or some such shit.

He had led the first missions to get weapons and supplies and gather more people.  Safety lay in numbers now: the number of people, the number of guns and so on.  During the last run he led, he had been badly bitten on the leg and nearly lost it.  He limped badly now so he no longer went on runs.

Unlike in the stupid movies the bitten didn’t turn into zombies, mostly they got very sick and died. Big Al had been an exception to that rule.  Despite the fact that he no longer went on runs he was the undisputed leader of our merry little band.

“Want you to take a newbie with you today. Show them the ropes, teach them what’s what,” he told me, in his gruff no bull shit voice.

I put down my spoon and give him a sour look.

“Save it.  You were once a newbie and somebody had to show your green as fucking grass ass what to do.  What goes around comes around.  Suck it up and deal.”

“With a song in my heart and a spring in my step boss man. Where am I taking the guy?  This future fucking Narwhal poster child,” I ask him with a sarcastic level of enthusiasm. 

“Stay close, head for the pawn shops on Tower Avenue.  Scrounge weapons, ammo or whatever the fuck we can use in some way and haul it back.  Whole thing should take you an hour tops.”

“You got it boss man.  Where is this fine fellow and comrade in arms?” I ask, being my usual charming self.

“Right behind you, asshole.”  A husky, contralto voice says from behind me and to my left.

Big Al gives me a smirk as he sits across from me with his arms crossed over his massive chest. Jerk went and set me up.  

Perfect.

I turn around and a thirty-something, slender, bottle blonde stares back at me. She is geared up and is carrying a sharpened piece of rebar about the size of the javelin I threw back in high school track and field about a million years ago.  She is about my height and before all this happened she had probably been a secretary or something.  She has the look.

Sighing I stand up and toss her my spare hat, and I am encouraged when she catches it and immediately tucks her hair up under it.

“What’s your name?”  I ask her, ignoring the chuckles rumbling up from Big Al as he laughs at me.

“Joyce.  Should I just keep calling you asshole, or is there another name you want me to use?”

“You can call me Jake,” I tell her, flatly.

“Actually Joyce, you can call him boss.  The entire time you are with him out there his word is fucking law.  You stop when he stops, you move when he moves and you do what he tells you.  Understood?”  Big Al barks at her.

“Yes sir.”  She tells him calmly.

Oh yeah, this is going to be fun.
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Chapter Two

Big Al walks us down to one of the side exits, all of the guards there snap to attention as he walks up and he gives them a dismissive wave telling them to be at ease.  He goes to a weapons locker and pulls out a small semi-automatic 9mm that he hands to Joyce.

“Follow Jake’s lead on using guns, the noise always brings more of the little fucks down on you.”

She nods and takes the gun like she maybe has fired one before and slips it into her jacket pocket.  If she is nervous about what we are going to do next she isn’t showing any sign of it.

We use a system much like an airlock on a space craft, two guards follow us out of one set of doors, which is then firmly locked behind us.  The guards unlock the outer doors and we hustle through them as quickly as we can out onto the streets.

I always cringe just a little at the sound of the doors being relocked behind us.  It is not a happy sound.

Things are quiet, no movement anywhere around us.  It isn’t just zombies we need to worry about, there are other survivors out here who don’t always play nice.  Our rooftop snipers turned away an assault of raiders after our supplies just last month.

“Speak in whispers if at all, noise is the enemy.  They seem to hunt by noise and scent,” I hiss at her.

She nods and we move out; weaving our way around abandoned vehicles and assorted rubble, past derelict buildings full of broken windows and some burned out shells of once popular businesses.  We are heading roughly northwest.

There is a stirring in the gutter and we have a crawler coming at us.

The wretched thing had once been a happy smiling child, but now was a terrifying, hellish thing.  It had been about four or five when it died and turned, and some accident or fight had crushed its legs so it came at us now crawling and dragging its useless legs behind it.  It was filthy from crawling through the gutter and it snarled at us through a bloodstained mouth full of teeth darkened by whatever or whoever it had been feeding on.

It was still wearing fucking Winnie the Pooh pyjamas.

We have learned that we have to call them “it” now, not he or she.  They aren’t human anymore; just rotting shells that want to kill us.  We survivors have learned to harden our hearts and not think of them as children anymore, because we have to be able to kill them before they kill us.

Lots of people died in the first days of the outbreak because they couldn’t bring themselves to do that.

Time to find out if Joyce has it in her.

“Do it.  With the spear, no guns.”  I mouth at her pointing at the thing crawling all too quickly at us.

She hesitates for a long second and then steps forward and plunges the sharp end of the rebar into the zombie’s little skull, which makes the sound like stomping on an over ripe melon.  

Then she vomits into gutter.

Wiping her mouth with the back of her glove she shoots me a questioning glare, and without a word I motion forward and we move out again.

She has passed the first test.

I don’t look at the sad little corpse we are walking away from; I have learned not to.

A couple of minutes later we are hunkered down behind a UPS truck with a caved in driver’s side watching a half dozen zombies, bigger ones this time; they look about ten or eleven years old, lurch by making the low pitched warbling drone they make when there is no prey to growl at.

They haven’t noticed us and there is no point getting in scrapes we can avoid and might possibly lose.  We are here to get supplies, not wipe out the zombie hordes.  The army has already failed at that particular task.  That ship has sailed already.

It had been amazing how fast the world had fallen apart since the day the dust fell from the sky.  One year later and mankind is reduced to clumps of survivors eking out an existence in the rubble of civilization.  No government or infrastructure left; just folks trying not to die.

The only reason that I am one of those folks, the only reason that I am still alive, is that my co-teacher, Sharon, didn’t get up off of the floor fast enough.  The children had reached her first and torn her to pieces right in front of me.  They had settled into devouring her, which had given me the time to make a non-heroic decision and run like fucking hell.

A fact that still haunts my dreams.  Every single night.

We move out slowly and carefully, so far she has exceeded my expectations.  Another crawler gets in our way and I use my bat to send it to hell as quickly and quietly as possible.  Once we reach the first pawn shop she uses the rebar to force the lock on the door and we are in.

I stand just inside the doorway listening hard, we have been here before and so have others by the looks of it.  Place is picked pretty clean, but still worth a quick look-see.  Nothing alive or undead seems to be in here with us so I risk a little whispered conversation.

“You’re doing great; you do understand why I had you do the first crawler right?”

“I get it,” she says tersely, not looking at me.  

“Ok, the place has been gone over, but there might still be stuff we can use.  Look around, but stay within sight of me.”

She nods and moves off to check some shelving on the left, immediately scoring a stray golf club lying on the floor.  I catch it in one hand as she tosses it to me and give it a test swing.  It makes a good head bashing club and we can always use more of those.  I toss it back at her.

I jump behind the counter and find one of the most valuable things there is, besides ammo.  A true score that has a million and one uses.

Duct tape.

The whole post-apocalyptic world is basically held together with duct tape.

There is an office behind the counter and we both freeze when we hear something move behind the closed door.  I hold a finger up to my lips and ease the machete out of its sheath, she is holding the golf club in one hand and the piece of rebar in the other.

Time to play America’s new favourite game show.

What the fuck is behind door number one?

Chapter Three

I give the door a little kick to move the process of answering that question along a bit.  Something heavy crashes into the door in response; something that is growling in a hungry sort of way.

Crap.

Now we have to decide if what we might find in the office is worth dealing with whatever flavour of undead is in there.  Sounds upright, so not a crawler. Too big to be anything but a pre-teen and some of those are big, and strong enough to be a handful to put down.  The dust basically killed everyone who hadn’t gone through puberty yet, and then reanimated them as hungry corpses, which left a wide range of possible ages and sizes of zombies.

Fuck it, I didn’t come all the way down here for a rusty golf club and half a roll of duct tape.

I motion for her to move to the side and I kick the door in.

A husky male almost as tall as Joyce comes lurching through the doorway, one arm dangling useless at its side.  The undead were always fucking themselves up: falling down stairs and through glass windows and what not.  They didn’t heal and they didn’t die, they just kept going no matter how damaged until something or someone destroyed their little brains.

It sees Joyce and goes ape shit, waving its one good arm at her and snarling as it stumbles towards her.

I take its head off with a back-handed swing of the machete and before its twitching body hits the floor I am through the door and in the office.

A smaller, toddler sized zombie drops like a spider onto my back from a tall bookcase as I step in and starts trying to chew its way through the shoulder of my leather jacket.  I slam my back into the doorway over and over again until I hear the damn things bones snapping, but it hangs on until Joyce drives the rebar spear into its head.

“Thanks.  Learn from that one.  I was careless, you should always completely clear a room before going in.  Remember that,” I told her when I caught my breath. 

“I will keep that in mind,” she says dryly, moving past me to start to search the room for stuff to scavenge.

I see two adult chewed up corpses in the corner, probably another set of scavengers that got fatally surprised.  They each have a gun on their hip which I relieve the unlucky bastards of.  Already this has been worth the risk.  One of them has a nice, fake, bone handle, bowie knife that he won’t be needing that I hand to Joyce as a peace offering of sorts.

She takes it with a small smile.

We are making too much noise, time to wrap this up and be on our merry way back to what passes for home.  I grab a handful of pens from a coffee cup full of them on top of the gore splattered desk, Big Al is always running short of the damn things from all the lists and rosters and plans he is always making.  I stuff them into one of my jackets many pockets along with a few blank sheets of paper and a handful of AA batteries from the top drawer.

“Time to go.”

She takes a quick look around and then shrugs as she slips the knife into her belt.  We retrace our steps out of the place and she grabs the golf club on the way. 

Right away she needs to use it, two medium sized zombies in such poor condition that they can barely lurch towards us are right outside the door of the pawn shop. She swings the club in a smooth arc and shatters the first one’s skull, with a meaty sounding smack.  I split the second one’s head open with the machete and we are moving away, following the wall of the building back to an alley I hope will be a short cut of sorts.

It isn’t.

A mob of at least ten assorted zombies are waiting just around the corner, too many to do the quiet way.  This could go south very damn quickly. They have already seen us and they let out a collective howl at the tasty sight of us.  I come to a snap decision. 

“Guns!”  I bark as I pull out the twenty-two magnum revolver just in time to double tap the first, fastest one in the head.

She completely misses with her first shot, and puts one into the leg of the next. Either she improves a lot in the next few seconds or we are in a shit load of trouble.

My next two shots drop two of the little fucks, which still leaves way too many of the damn things.

Joyce picks up on the fact that her current learning curve is a life or death sort of deal and gets it together, she snaps off six quick shots that all have the desired effect.  Six of the beasts drop and I use the last two rounds in my revolver on the last one.

We are alive, but that was a hell of a lot of noise and if we are going to stay that way we’ve got to get the hell out of here.  Already two crawlers are following us from a nearby gutter, so we put the guns away. She picks up the golf club she dropped to draw her gun and we run.

I run with the machete in my hand towards the burned out shell of what used to be a popular greasy spoon, breakfast spot.  We need a place to hunker down and stay out of sight long enough for the zombies to lose interest. They have short attention spans and hopefully something else will catch their attention.  Out of sight and smell usually means out of mind for the damn things.  Neither of us is bleeding, zombies can smell blood like sharks can, I don’t even have to ask if she is on her period because I know Big Al wouldn’t have sent her out if she was.

Inside reeks of smoke and rotten garbage, which should cover up the yummy smell of us just fine.  I drop to the floor near the rear wall and she drops down next to me gasping hard, trying to catch her breath.

That had been really fucking close.

All in all, one hell of a first time out for the girl.

Whatever doesn’t kill us makes us stronger and all that bullshit.

By that particular theory we should, all of us survivors, be freaking superman by now.

We stay perfectly still and silent. We can hear them rooting around in the streets outside, making the high pitched shrieks and snarls they go into when they are excited by the hunt.  As we listen the sounds gradually move away from us, not anywhere fast enough for comfort, but moving away just the damn same.  Just to be sure we sit tight for a bit longer in a tense silence, weapons at the ready, praying we won’t need to use them.

I stand up slowly, motion for her to do the same, and I chance a quick look through a shattered window into the street.  All clear for the moment so we reload and prepare to move out.

A sudden scuffling noise comes from somewhere behind us and we both spin around ready to kill whatever it is.

Joyce holds a finger to her lips and points at a large cupboard against the wall, some kind of big wardrobe.  As we stand there another sort of scuffling noise comes from it.

We are not alone.

One idea is to simply blast whatever is in there through the closed door, but the noise will just bring more of the fucks down on us.  Another idea is to simply be on our way and leave well enough alone, I hate that idea.  I never let the chance to kill one of these things go by if I can help it, unless like earlier where we were outnumbered and a fight made no sense. Every one that we kill is one less to deal with in the future.  Big Al says that we are fighting a war of attrition, there are only so many of the little fiends out there and no more are being created.  Problem is, they are such efficient killing machines that they far outnumber the living now.  

We have a lot of catching up to do.

I am more than willing to kill my share.

“Open the door and get the hell out of the way,” I tell Joyce in a grim whisper, as I put the machete away and pull the baseball bat out.

She nods and walks slowly and quietly up to the wardrobe and stands slightly to one side with her hand on the handle of the door.

I nod at her and get ready to swing the bat at whatever hellish thing gets ready to charge me. 

Moving fast she jerks the door open and slides to the side bringing the piece of rebar up and holding it at the ready.

A little blonde girl, with huge blue eyes looks out at us, she is filthy, bedraggled and painfully thin.

“Please don’t hurt me,” she says, in a tiny voice.

A tiny, living, human child’s voice.

Chapter Four

We have a very limited amounts of walkie-talkies that we bring on runs, they don’t work very well and we are always low on batteries for them, but we carry them for emergencies.

Joyce and I just found the only living child anyone has seen since the day the dust fell, pretty fucking sure that this qualifies as an emergency.

“Listen up, whoever is on duty. This is Jake on the pawn shop run with the newbie.  We are coming in hot, loud and dirty and we will need the snipers to help bring us in.  We have a survivor, repeat, we have a survivor.  Have Big Al at the door when we get there, he is going to want to see this.”  I hiss into the walkie-talkie.

“You’ve brought in survivors before Jake, hell we all have, what’s the big deal?”  A thin, nasally voice on the other end demands.

“Shut up and have him there. This one is... different.  Repeat, coming in hot, dirty and loud. Be ready.”  I snap at him and then put the walkie-talkie away.

I can barely wrap my damn head around it. Looking over I see Joyce holding the child in her arms and murmuring comforting noises into its, her, ear and I know that I am not hallucinating, but I have trouble believing my own eyes. This brings up a thousand questions that we can’t deal with right now.  Right now our job is to get the child back to the safety of our barricaded building and then worry about answers.

We are burning daylight and I don’t want to do a slow, creep back and risk travelling during darkness.  No, fuck that.  Like I told the idiot on the other end of the line, we will do this hot, loud and dirty.

She will be carrying the child so this, pretty much, is going to be my show.  I make sure all of my guns are fully loaded and stuff the two extra ones in the waist band of my pants.  I have the 45. in one hand and the small bore revolver in the other as we step out of the building.

Joyce is cradling the child with one arm, the little girl’s head resting on her shoulder.  She has the gun Big Al gave her in the other hand, she has had to ditch the rebar and golf club so the gun is all she has, except for the knife in her belt.

Oh yeah, this is going to be fun.

Game face on.

“Stay close, this is going to get interesting.”

And we move out.  We are going right down the road directly to the building, one straight line as the crow flies, what could possibly go wrong?

Three blocks down the road we find out.

Five zombies come out of a filth choked alley to our left and I don’t let them get any closer; without breaking stride I put them all down.  I start with the revolver because it is marginally quieter than the 45.

Joyce pops a couple of bigger undead and the little girl has her face buried in her shoulder now, but at least she isn’t screaming.  That would be like carrying a screeching car alarm down the street.  

I put the nearly empty revolver away and draw one of the guns I scavenged in the pawnshop office clicking off the safety.  It is a cheap piece of crap, but I am putting holes in zombie’s heads at close range, not shooting the wings off of butterflies at fifty yards.

We make it a couple of blocks without trouble, well almost without trouble.  I end up kicking a couple of crawlers out of our path as we go, deciding speed is more important than stopping to kill them.  I can see our building now, but it is nowhere near close enough for me to feel good about that yet.

“Pick it up!”  I bark at Joyce, and bless her she does.  A toddler sized zombie comes scuttling at us like a rotting crab and she lets it get way too close before shooting it.  She has been a trooper during this little outing, but she is still green, hopefully we all live long enough to continue her education.

A rabble of undead come lurching out of three different alleys and are now blocking our path, there are at least a dozen of them.  Make that two dozen with more coming.

Things are going to get messy.

I start firing into the crowd as quickly as I can, we have no choice but to keep moving towards the little fucks as I fire.  We have to get back to the building one way or the bloodier.

Zombies are dropping, but just not fast enough.  For each one I take down it seems two or three more come from somewhere to take its place.

That is the bad news.

Worse news, I am rapidly running out of bullets.

Joyce fires at a couple of the fasters ones coming at us and they go down, but I then hear the unhappy sound of her gun going empty and locking back.  She uses it to club one of the little bastards away from her and the child.

There is a large male screeching at me as it comes, waving, reaching for me with its scrawny arms and I raise the 45. just in time to hear the thing go click instead of boom.

I hate it when that happens.

Before I have time to panic the things head explodes, splattering me with slimy gore.  I then hear the crack of rifle fire that can only be coming from the roof of our building.  

In the next few seconds lots of zombies lose their fucking heads in the same way and Joyce sees it before I do.

“They are clearing us a path!”  She yells and I instantly see that she is right.  I draw the bat and we smash our way down the trail they are making for us.  Joyce stays right behind me as we go.

Zombie brains are splattering us as we go, but we are making it, the sniper fire is almost continuous now and that and the meaty smacking sounds I am making with the bat are pretty much all that I can hear right now.  A couple of zombies get their hands on us, but we are pretty much covered in tough leather so their nails and teeth sort of slide off of us long enough for me to deal with them with the bat, or for them to step in the way of a high velocity bullet.

The little girl is screaming now, not that it matters much, I don’t think we could be drawing much more attention right now if we tried.  We get within a half block or so of the entrance that we came out of what seems like a bloody eternity ago.  The doors burst open and a half dozen or so of our guys come out with shotguns and AK-47s and kill enough of them that the only thing left to do is for them to escort us all quickly in and lock the doors behind us.

Before we can catch our breath though we have new problems.

Every single person in the entry bay is holding a gun.

Every single gun is pointed at us.

Including Big Al himself. 

Chapter Five

“Have you lost your fucking mind?! Bringing one of them in here with us?  What the fuck Jake?” He bellows at me as he cocks the hammer of the Desert Eagle 50 calibre hand cannon he carries.

“She is alive!  She isn’t a zombie. She has a pulse, she is breathing and she talked to us.”  Joyce says calmly in a loud voice, turning away from the mob and shielding the child with her body.

“We found her hiding in a closet boss. I swear to God she is alive.”  I tell him holding my hands up and not making any sudden moves.

There is a stunned silence in the room.  Nobody here has seen a living child since the day that the dust fell. What used to be beloved children are now nightmare creatures that exist only to feed on us, and we have steeled ourselves to see them as such so that we can kill them without hesitation.

The silence is tense and everyone still has their guns out and pointed at us. I find myself holding my breath because this could go either way really easy.  I lock my eyes with Big Al’s and I don’t fucking blink.

Slowly he lowers his gun and after a couple of heartbeats everyone else follows suit.  Joyce slowly turns around and shows the crowded room the little girl they wanted to riddle with bullets, who stares back at them with frightened eyes.  She is sobbing softly and I think that is what helps turn the tide.

Zombies don’t cry.

“Joyce bring her down to the doctor and have him check her out, she is confined to the infirmary, under guard until further notice.  The infirmary is off limits to all non-required personnel, effective immediately.  Keep it cool people, we’ve all seen freaky shit before.”  Big Al barks out orders and as always they are instinctively obeyed.

Four armed men fall in around Joyce and the child and they escort her out of the entry bay past a lot of shocked and mumbling people.

He points at me with a finger the size of a cigar and I remember to start breathing again.

“You!  In my office now.”  His tone, as always, doesn’t invite a lot of debate or discussion so even though I am bone tired and covered in zombie slime and gore I nod at him and start making my way through the crowd.

Some are slow to get out of my way, just staring at me like I have grown a third head or something, but in the end the crowd parts and I make it to the big man’s office.

“Shed the gear outside, you stink,” he tells me flatly, as he goes in before me and sits down behind the slab of plywood resting on two piles of concrete blocks that serves as his desk.

OK by me, now that things aren’t trying to kill me and people aren’t pointing guns at me the adrenaline rush has subsided enough for me to stop and smell the roses, except the roses are zombie blood and guts and the smell is pretty damn rank.  I shrug out of the jacket, pull off the gloves and hat and step out of the boots and leave the whole mess in a pile outside of his door.  Someone will come and take it to be sanitized and returned to my quarters.  Everybody here has a job.

I enter and don’t need to be told to close the door behind me.  

Once in I expect to be chewed out for turning the world upside down and springing a human, child survivor on the group, for risking lives by breaking protocol and asking for help coming in, for any number of damn transgressions I can think of that he would want to bust me for.  

Or, even the deeply buried optimist in me might on some level hope or long for, maybe, a ‘hey, you found a miracle, way to fucking go.’ Sort of deal.

Didn’t get either one of those.

What I got?

“So, how did my daughter do on her first run?”

Never, ever believe anyone who tells you, ‘hey, it can’t get weirder’.  Because trust me, it always can.

“Shut the fuck up.”  Yeah, I am one witty, verbally quick on my feet, son of a bitch.

He gives me a tired smile and leans back in his chair a little, the springs in it groan a little under his shifting weight.  I swear his battered face is even more lined than it was when I left this morning.  The guy carries a lot of weight for us Narwhals and that load never gets any damn lighter.

“Yeah, she’s my daughter.  She don’t like me much but she is my daughter. She’s been here with us since the beginning but didn’t want to be treated any different.  She has worked every damn dirty job we have here from kitchen to laundry, and when she came to me about joining runs I had to admit she has earned it.”

“She did great, got a lot of heart.  With a little seasoning she will make a good scavenger.”

He nods at me and closes his eyes for a long moment without speaking, so I take a cue for a change and don’t speak either.

“Jesus, Jake.  You brought back a live child, can’t begin to say what a mind fuck that is.  Word is likely all over the building by now and half will want to hold her in their loving arms and half will want to kill her in case she turns.”

“And what half do you fall in boss?”  I ask, and even as I say it I know that I might have pushed my luck a little.

The glare he gives me should cause me to burst into spontaneous combustion or dissolve into a greasy puddle on the floor.  His hands clench into huge fists and a vein in his forehead starts to pulse.

“Can we just pretend I wasn’t stupid enough to ask that?”  I say in my best, I was just an asshole and let’s move on voice.  I end up using that one a lot.  

After a moment he unclenches his fists and gives me a combination grunt and nod that I am happy to take as a yes.

“We will give the doc a chance to look her over and then you and I will debrief her as best we can. Has she said much?”  

“Just ‘please don’t hurt me’. She might have said more to your daughter, sir, but that is all I have heard her say,” I tell him, with a shrug.

He stands up signalling that the meeting is over and waves me out the door with his meaty hand.

“Clean up, get it together and meet me in the infirmary in one hour.  Don’t speak of this to anyone in the building until I tell you different, clear?” He barks at me.

“Like fine crystal, sir,” I tell him, as I stand up and toss him a sloppy half assed salute that I know he knows there is genuine respect in.

“One more thing Jake...”  He says, as I open the door and get ready to head on out.

“Yes, sir?”

“Thanks for bringing my girl back alive,” he says in an uncharacteristically soft and subdued voice.

“She brought me back alive just as much as the other way around, sir. See you in the infirmary in one hour.”

My stuff is already gone from the hallway outside of the door, like I said everyone has a job here and we all do them to the best of our ability, for one simple reason.

Everyone’s survival depends upon us all doing so.

I make my way to my quarters, I pass people who stare at me but don’t quite have the nerve to approach me with whatever the hell they want to say to me or ask me.  I don’t look at them as I go, I am an insubordinate jerk most of the time, but when Big Al says don’t speak my mouth stays shut.  I follow his orders for a lot of reasons, but the biggest one is that he has earned the right to give me orders.

He has earned the right to do so a thousand times over.  Starting with the day that he and his crew found me, took me in and made me an important part of the Narwhal team.

An hour gives me time to splash the worst of the mess off of myself in the sink in my room, change into clothing not covered in zombie splatter and that is about it.  I treat myself to half a cigarette from my dwindling supply and the last shot or two of bourbon in the bottle I scored a few runs ago.

It has been one hell of a day and it ain’t over yet, sports fans.

I head out the door and start making my way to the buildings infirmary: up three floors and no damn escalator or elevator.

One of the many inconveniences of the zombie apocalypse. 

Chapter Six

I now have no problem believing that Joyce is Big Al’s daughter, no problem at all.

As I walk up to the infirmary she has one of the guards against the wall with the bone handled bowie knife I gave her shoved under his chin.  He is standing on his tippy toes so that it doesn’t actually cut him and she looks gloriously pissed off.  Her whole body is quivering and her cheeks are flushed.

She is beautiful when she is angry.

“What were your orders?” She demands, as she stands there looking like the poster child for; I will fucking end you.

“To not let anyone in without orders from Big Al.”  The guard says quietly. To his credit he knows he fucked up, it is written all over his face.

“Stand down, newbie, and tell me what the hell is going on.”  I tell her as I come walking up.  The other two guards have a sobbing man pinned to the floor and I can pretty much guess what happened.

She shoots me a wild glance, but doesn’t let the guard come down off of the wall.  He is getting tired of standing on his tippy toes so I give it another try with the voice of reason.

“You didn’t hear me say stand down?”  I ask mildly, as I walk up and touch her gently on the shoulder.

Taking a deep breath, she lowers the knife and takes a big step backwards.  The guard slumps to the floor holding his more or less intact neck.  A tiny, thin trickle of blood is running down it.

“Report.” I say to the room at large.

“She is one of the fucking demons from hell!” The man pinned on the floor screams.

“I actually meant a report from one of the people in the room not being pinned down because they are bat shit crazy,” I decided to clarify. 

I recognize the guy being held down now, we know him as Father Mike.  He joined us a few months back and he holds services every Sunday in one of the common rooms.  He has always been wound a little tight. He lost a lot of people on the days following the fall of the dust, including his wife Kali and a teenage daughter who were slaughtered by his nine-year-old son.  We don’t let him go on runs because all he wants to do is kill zombies and he doesn’t care if he dies trying.

For obvious reasons nobody wants to partner with him on runs, most of us still have, at least, a passing interest in coming back alive.

“You let him in?” I ask the guard holding his neck on the floor. I already know the answer.

“Sorry Jake, he didn’t have any weapons and he said he wanted to bless the child,” he manages to gasp out.

Joyce moves to kick him, but I get in the way and give her a slow shake of my head and she backs off.

“He tried to strangle her,” she spits out.

“Is she ok?” I ask her, calmly.

“No thanks to these idiots. Yes, she is. The doctor is examining her now, she cleans up... nice.”  There are wistful, almost painful tones in her voice that speak of losses that are none of my damn business, so I don’t ask more questions.

I turn my attention instead to the guards.

“Two of you escort Father Mike to his quarters and confine him there until further notice.  Big Al will decide what to do about this later.  I trust everyone understands that ‘don’t let anyone in without express orders from the big man’ means don’t fucking let anyone in right?” I make my tone as scathing as I think it needs to be to make the point.

They all nod shamefacedly and go about the business of hauling the screeching nut job away.  The other guards take up position outside of the door, and I have faith now that nobody who isn’t supposed to will be coming through the doorway.

“Big Al is meeting us here in a few minutes for a debriefing. Has the girl said anything to you since we have come in?” I ask her crisply, all business.

She gives me a searching look and I know that she is wondering if I know that the big man is her father.  I keep my face neutral; his secrets aren’t mine to spill.  If there is something that she wants me to know she can tell me easily enough. Until the big guy says different my mouth is shut about it.

The doctor comes out; I have always liked the guy.  He is a sawed off little runt, half Irish, half Hispanic, and tough as freaking nails.  Before all this happened he was doing his residency and thinking about becoming a trauma surgeon, now he patches up us Narwhals from our various misadventures.  He gives me a tired smile.

“How is she?” I ask.

“She is sleeping now; I gave her a light sedative.  Aside from being dehydrated and malnourished she is in surprisingly good shape.  I would guess that she is eight or nine years old.”  He rubs the top of his bald head wearily as he speaks.  He is our only doctor, so under the best of circumstances he doesn’t get a whole lot of rest.

“So tell me Doc, how the hell does a nine-year-old little girl survive out there without being zombie chow?” Big Al asks, in his booming voice as he comes into the room.  He gives me and Joyce a brief nod, but then his attention is totally fixed on the doctor.

“She says that the baddies, that is what she calls them, completely ignore her.  Apparently they don’t see children as prey.  Come back and have a look, there are a couple of things you should see.” He leads us back into the large storeroom that has become our infirmary. 

The child is on a medical cot that we scavenged from the hospital a few runs ago.  Joyce is right, the child cleans up good.  They have stripped her of the rags we found her in and given her, at least, a sponge bath. Her eyes are closed, but moving restlessly beneath the lids. 

Don’t even want to guess at what kind of dreams she might be having.

She is pale with strawberry blonde hair and is painfully thin and small for her age, if the doctor is right about it.  An IV drip is going into one of her frail arms and she is dressed in an old motley crew t-shirt, far too large for her.

We all just stand there for a few minutes looking down on her.

“Father Mike won’t be the last to lose it over this, I am tripling her guard.”  The boss man says quietly.

“She calls herself Tina.  She also says that she lived for a while in the hospital with a tall doctor and other children like her.  You need to see this.”  Doc tells us, as he reaches down and gently pulls one of her feet out from underneath the light blanket covering her.

Tattooed on the bottom of her foot is the number seventeen.

“What the fuck?”  Big Al whispers.

Pretty much the question in all of our minds I suppose.

“Couldn’t get much more out of her; she seems a little confused about how she ended up where you found her.  She kept talking about the hospital and the others like her there.”  The doctor places her foot back just as gently as he took it out.  It must be strange for him, he likely never thought that he would have a child as a patient again.

All children under the age of puberty died the day the dust fell.  Most of the children over that age died in the blood bath that followed, here in this building we don’t have a soul under nineteen.  Every woman who was pregnant the day the dust fell either miscarried, or were torn apart by their unborn zombie child ripping its way out into the world.

The first thing that every Narwhal man gets when he joins up is a vasectomy, not that the idea of an undead, blood thirsty fiend chewing his or her way out of the womb isn’t effective birth control all by itself.

Me, I have always been able to rely on my charming personality as an effective form of birth control.

“Hard to believe she means the hospital near here; we have been raiding it for months, but have never seen any sign of anyone alive there let alone at least one tall doctor and seventeen children,” I tell Big Al.

He snorts derisively and waves a meaty paw at me.

“Hell boy, that place is huge, and all we do is dart in and out of it trying to grab supplies and not get eaten. We haven’t scratched the surface of searching the damn place. No, pretty sure that’s where she came from.  Look at her, don’t think she marched miles to be found by you two.”

“I agree; a few years back during the big Ebola scare the hospital put in a CDC level isolation lab deep in the lower levels of the building.  If anyone managed to hide healthy, living children that would be my guess as a place to start looking,” the doctor says, motioning us to step back out of the room and let this little patient rest.

“We will let her get some sleep. I am giving her fluids and soon we will try her on some food.  Maybe that will ease her confusion and we will be able to get some straight answers
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